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The Judges’ Journey:
winning awards with story
Story has a role in many aspects of business such as leadership,
change management and planning. As award-winning story shapers
we know that it also has a place in awards submissions.
We decided to explore literature, journals, business and awards sites,
to pin down why story makes a difference, and we had the privilege
of expanding on our findings in discussions with three experienced
judges: Rich Baker, of Hiyu Ex, and Steve Doswell of Gemini
Communicating for Business (CfB) Ltd, both experienced judges
of internal communications awards, and Katie Dash from the CBI.
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What are awards?

“”

If an alien were to look at the social life of people
here on earth, it would be stunned by the enormous
number of awards in the form of orders, medals,
decorations, prizes, titles and other honors. It would
be hard pressed to find any area of society in which
awards are not used.
(Frey and Neckermann, 2008:2)
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What are awards?
Business awards exist across industries, given in
recognition of the work of organisations, teams, and
individuals be they leaders or unsung heroes. Awarding
bodies include:
• Chambers of Commerce whose aim is to further
local businesses and promote locations
• industry bodies whose goal is to promote
best practice
• academic institutions furthering learning
and knowledge
• commercial organisations offering a wide range
of business awards nationally and internationally.

Although the specific foci of awards vary, research tells
us that they have these four essential elements in
common. They:
• provide publicity for winners, and social
recognition from the winner’s peer group
and/or the award provider
• have evaluation criteria that are deliberately vague.
This may be to prevent entrants from focusing just
on the requirements of the award rather than taking
different but more appropriate actions not specified
in the criteria, or so that awards providers can
adjust the weightings of the performance dimensions
according to the various business situations.
Vague criteria lead to a level of subjectivity in the
judging process
• are unenforceable; an entrant who considers
themselves a more worthy winner can’t claim
an award
• have a tournament characteristic and are known
to provide incentive to behave in particular ways
(Neckermann et al, 2009; Frey and Neckermann, 2012).
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Choosing an award
to suit your business
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Choosing an award
to suit your business
Choosing the awards to enter is a challenging task.
Wang et al (2004) found in their research into SME
online retailers, that awards conferred by neutral,
external sources can be helpful to SMEs in developing
their brand. They suggested that “… small online
retailers should be actively involved in seeking to qualify
for awards from neutral sources” (Wang et al, 2004:64).
However, their research defined neutral sources
as government-based, which are considered more
believable than those of commercial organisations. It’s
suggested that the value of awards is regarded with
uncertainty “…when it is unclear how many entries
were involved and whether the judges were capable of
making an appropriate decision” (Pratt, 2007 cited in
Jones et al, 2014:91). That said, award-winning brands
are believed to encourage trust (Fusman, 2017) and

small online retailers “… can develop a certain level of
trust by providing online trustworthiness cues...” such
as awards (Wang et al, 2004:65). Denise O’Leary (2020)
points out that award winners usually have a number
of client endorsements which also helps to build trust
in a brand.
In their research, Jones et al (2014) found that former
winners of South Wales Chamber of Commerce (SWCC)
Business Awards would apply again, having found the
process to be worthwhile, but would choose an award
based on the value it would bring to the business,
although they agreed that measuring external value
was difficult. Half of participants reported an increase
in turnover as award winners, but none saw any
significant impact on profitability.
Imogen Short, Write the Talk’s Chief Creative Officer,
Asia Pacific, advises finding awards providers that
have been established for a number of years and are
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Choosing an award
to suit your business
respected and recognised. She suggests looking at
previous winners and the awards being entered by your
peers, although past winners shouldn’t be used as a
template (Rezvani and Hedges, 2014). Awards sponsors
are another consideration in identifying established
providers (Berman, 2019).

“”

Thinking through the objectives of applying for an award
is the recommendation from Anthony Madigan, MD of
Write the Talk. If the main focus is visibility, then applying
for several makes sense. Visibility is something Sandie
Hampson, Write the Talk’s Creative Director, sees as a
means of levelling the playing field between the small
businesses and larger organisations. If the aim is for your
business to be seen by particular people and to enhance
credibility, then finding an award that sits across your
target audience and your capabilities may be more
appropriate. In this scenario it’s important to be clear
about understanding your target market and what your
business wants to be known for.
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Like Anthony, Simon Smith, Write the Talk’s Chief
Commercial Officer in the US talked about the
importance of identifying your objectives in applying
for an award. For example, are you building your brand
and a reputation for innovation, in which case you’d
choose an innovation award? Do you want to showcase
your employee value proposition to attract talent, are
you seeking validation of what your teams are doing,
or do you want to evidence your ESG activity?
Identifying what you want to achieve with an award
will help to identify the award to go for.
Gabriel Rossman and Oliver Schilke (2016) expressed
the view that firms may behave in ways that are
measured by what they term judgement devices which
includes awards. If this is the case the devices aren’t
just describing the market but shaping it, as businesses
orient what they do to fit the judgement device. They
advise knowing when to engage with judgement devices
and when not, for example, is the cost and time taken to
enter worth the potential benefits as well as risks?
It’s clear that choosing the right award and award
provider for your business is vital.

What are the benefits
of winning awards?
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What are the benefits
benefits
of winning
of awards?
Despite the issue of measuring value, financial outcomes
are listed by many as benefits of winning awards.
For example, greater potential to secure funding and
increase prices (O’Leary, 2020), and to attract potential
investors (Berman, 2019). The prevailing economic
climate and state of the market may influence the
decision to apply, since these may negatively impact
the benefits of winning (Jones et al, 2014).
Developing networks of clients, suppliers and
collaborators is a benefit widely recognised by award
winners and accompanied by increased business
development opportunities. Participants in Jones et
al (2014) had positive experiences in their customer
networks having won awards, but didn’t see a change
in their supplier networks, other than increased calls
from potential suppliers.
Making full use of the PR and marketing opportunities
afforded by an award win is essential. Jones et al, (2014)
identified four characteristics of small businesses that
successfully exploit their wins: they promote them
immediately, use tools such as press releases and

Research paper: The Judges’ Journey: winning awards with story © Write the Talk Ltd 18th November 2021

website promotions, continually participate in awards,
and use their win as a team motivator.
Raising morale and motivating employees are frequently
stated as benefits of winning (DeVries, 2018; Jones
et al, 2014). Research by Neckermann et al (2009)
found that awards given inside an organisation have
a positive impact on employee performance and that
this impact lasts beyond the initial giving of the award.
This finding seems to be reflected in the many reports
of improved employee motivation and morale linked
to external awards. Winning awards is an opportunity
to demonstrate your team’s creativity, celebrate their
achievements and reward them. Curtis Sparrer (2019)
suggests the awards process can create a sense of
community and camaraderie.
Linked to this is the suggestion that awards attract talent
to a business (O’Leary, 2020; DevriX.com, 2019). This
wasn’t something found by most participants in Jones
et al (2014), but Alex Fusman’s (2017) experience in
winning awards is that they attract top talent who, in
turn, create great products and have a positive impact
on the brand.

What are the benefits
of winning awards?
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What are the
benefits of awards?
Simon explained the importance of recognition for
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) activity
in awards. Something also raised by participants
in Jones et al (2014:95) who suggested “… that
‘education and training’ and ‘green’ awards were
important issues that provided the greatest status
benefit for their businesses.”
Katie Dash also sees awards as an opportunity for
businesses to have their social value recognised.
Katie explained that during the pandemic, trust in
businesses rose as it brought to the fore starkly how
they contribute to the economy, society as a whole
and to their local communities, schools, etc.
Awards are a means for that contribution to be seen
and recognised, and for employees to feel proud of
their achievements.
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The final benefit we’ll mention comes from making full
use of the feedback provided by judges for winners.
Rich Baker noted that many applicants are interested
in obtaining feedback on their submission. Judges
are experts in their field and many of the awards
providers include feedback as part of their reward
package, for example, Lloyds Bank British Business
Excellence Awards (2021) refers to expert advice
and feedback from top business leaders, and the UK
Business Awards 2021 (Plan2Win, 2021) cites receipt
of feedback for every finalist as a reason to enter.

What judges want
in a submission
CLIMAX

diagram 1: Freytag’s Pyramid
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What judges want
in a submission
Presentation

Criteria

It’s important for applicants to find out how judges
will view the submission, for example, online, via
an overhead projector, etc. and then create their
presentation to suit (DeVries, 2018). Rich told us that
presentation of the submission can have a significant
impact, perhaps not in terms of score, but certainly in
demonstrating whether an applicant is taking the award
seriously and wants to impress the judges. He gave the
example of receiving a Word document as opposed to
the submission in a designed box with a ribbon. Sandie
added that where there are likely to be a great many
submissions, you want yours to stand out from the rest
and be read early in the process.

It’s essential to meet all the criteria stated for an award.
Rich sees the criteria judges work to as broadly the
same as those we should use to judge our own work on
a day-to-day basis. That being the case we should have
most of the information and measurements we need to
complete the submission.

Strong visuals and design are important in the
submission, as is focusing on the interests and
preferences of the awarding body (Sparrer, 2019).
Steve Doswell told us that he’s most impressed when
a submission feels as though it’s been written for him;
he can always tell a generic entry. Cutting and pasting
entries may well end in failure (Sparrer, 2019).
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Katie looks for a clear connection between the initiative
described in the award, the business, and its strategy.
She explained, “It seems like the company has truly
thought about the spheres in which they operate, can
influence and make positive impact, and is using this
advantage to further benefit others.” Where everyone
is behind an initiative, where it means something to the
business and its people, Katie believes their passion
will radiate through their submission. Rich agrees, “if
you do great work, then the submission will write itself.”
He also made the important point that it’s good to be
recognised, but “the real reward comes when you do
great work for the organisation you’re part of…”.

What judges want
in a submission
Jones et al (2014) reported that participants in the
SWCC Business Awards found it difficult to explain
their achievements in their submissions and felt that
interviews would improve judges’ understanding of
their work. We asked Steve about this, and he told us
that an articulate, eloquent, engaging person might be
interviewed and connect well with the judging panel,
but it’s the work that is judged not the interviewee.
Rich explained that he’s less concerned how well
written a submission is providing it meets the criteria
and explains the initiative and outcomes. Like Steve,
Rich agrees that it’s the work itself that’s important.
He explained, “you can produce a great film, but if you
don’t know what you were trying to change through
the film, what the outcomes were and what the impact
was, then at the end of the day it’s just a nice film.”

“”
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Steve described the submission as “… the window
through which you perceive the work” and judges must
be wary of judging the submission rather than the work
it describes. He likened it to reading a translation of
a work of literature, “you never know whether you’re
reacting to the quality of the translation, or the original
work.” That said, Steve explained, “… a good award
submission, very well put together, that seems like it’s
been written for the judge, that has anticipated the kind
of things that the judge may be looking for and may
respond positively to, that’s really going to go a long
way…”. He emphasised, “the work has to be what
the judges judge, and the award submission should…
reflect the work, should highlight the work and not get
in the way...”.
There are occasions when high profile, often global,
awards will involve interviews with finalists. If your
awards process involves this, Simon’s advice is to
prepare well for the Q&A session. The judges will want
to substantiate the different aspects of your story, your
motivation, what you learned and what you would do
differently next time. Talking in human terms, being
humble and honest is important. Share what surprised

What judges want
in a submission
you, where you were strong and where less so. As
Simon said, “sometimes you’re building the aeroplane
as you’re flying, be honest about it, explain it.” Decide
who in your team would be best answering which
questions and practice your answers until you’re
super prepared and can discuss every aspect.
We mentioned honesty above, judges look for
authenticity. For Katie reading an authentic account is
“… when you know they’ve really put their heart and
soul into doing whatever initiative they’ve put forward
for the awards and it makes sense for the business in
question.” Steve agrees, “… if you feel this is actually
a truthful account of an organisation, its challenges
and the communication that’s produced as a
consequence, if there’s a ring of truth about that, then
I think that’s more likely to connect with the judge.”
Boasting and exaggerated claims should be avoided
since awards providers will do their own research
(Berman, 2019). Anthony advises to avoid selfobsession, “… it’s not about you. It’s about the
outcome and the impact and the difference made…
It’s as much about the journey as it is about the
characters on that journey.”

Research paper: The Judges’ Journey: winning awards with story © Write the Talk Ltd 18th November 2021

Evidence
“Judges will be looking for evidence to back up your
claims.” (O’Leary, 2020:129), so submissions should
always be accompanied by evidence which can take
many forms – statistics, animations, and videos to name
a few. The importance of visual evidence is highlighted
by the fact that words accompanied by a visual element
are 80% more likely to be read than words alone.
Statistics can validate your claims and give credibility
to your story in ways that talking yourself about your
achievements can’t. Katie confirmed that having data
provides good evidence that you’ve made an impact.
It demonstrates what the business has achieved
and learned from the initiative, adds credibility and
demonstrates the journey the business has gone on.
Referring to the internal communications industry,
Steve explained that evaluating outcomes is an area
that needs developing. Being able to link an initiative
to business objectives and then measure the required
outcomes is necessary to prove the value of the work.
He recognises that’s it’s difficult to prove the impact
of internal communications activity amidst many

What judges want
in a submission
other influences, but it’s important to try. Steve looks
favourably on submissions that explain their measures,
acknowledge the issues, and demonstrate an attempt
to address them, “That to me is absolutely real world
and it’s very convincing, rather than just quoting me
click stats.”

Testimonials were widely recommended as good
evidence of the impact of initiatives. It’s expected that
a submission author will talk well about their business,
but stakeholders’ views of the outcomes add strength
to the story. It’s something Rich feels may deserve a
more influential place in the judging of awards.

Rich too highlighted the importance of evidence and
raised the point that where evaluation isn’t part of daily
activity, there won’t be evidence available for an awards
submission. Rich believes that to have a seat at the top
table, people must measure the impact of their activity
on an organisation. Anthony told us that it’s relatively
easy to talk about what you did but showing the
effect that you had can be a big challenge. Referring
to internal communications, Rich said “ultimately if
we don’t [evaluate], then we don’t just do ourselves a
disservice, we do our profession a disservice.”

With the above in mind, writing the submission can
be a challenge. However a common theme among
judges is that they want to understand your business’
journey, the people involved, the challenges faced, the
decisions taken. “Tell us a story, take us on a journey,
which has a human element to it, which we can
connect with.” (Cadfan-Lewis, 2019).
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Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
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Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
Writing your submission
Advice abounds in relation to writing a submission.
A few examples:
• be clear and concise about who, what, when, where, why and how (DeVries, 2018)
• be entertaining and engaging, using a conversational style of narrative that’s
pleasing to read, pulling out what’s unique about your story (Sparrer, 2019)
• be funny and positive while ending on a serious note (Sparrer, 2019; Erkins, 2016)
• use the right tone of voice to reflect your brand’s personality (DevriX.com, 2019:
Erkins, 2016; Feeley, 2021; O’Leary, 2020)
• plan your time and gather the information you need from your team, such as the
evidence, anecdotes, testimonials, your team’s personal reflections etc. (Carrington
Communications, 2018)
• understand why you’re unique (Erkins, 2016)
• be clear about the criteria and make sure your story addresses them (Informi, 2019).
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Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
“What makes an application strong is the storytelling”
(Katie). But beware, storytelling doesn’t mean
anecdotes. Sandie describes it as a crafted blend of
structure, characters and storylines.
Stories are part of our human experience.
• They’re a learning tool. From childhood we use them
as comparators with our own experiences, to better
understand ourselves, others and the world around
us, and to challenge what we know.
• They provide a means of communication. Research
shows that neural coupling, a shared understanding
and communication between speaker and listener,
occurs where stories are shared (Stephens, Silbert
and Hasson, 2010).
• They create an emotional response in the brain.

To be effective, stories must capture and keep our
attention, and transport us into their world (Zak, 2013).
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Tension in a story, such as the arrival of a villain or a
dangerous incident, causes the release of the stress
hormone cortisol, which keeps our attention. The
neurochemical oxytocin is responsible for transportation,
the point at which we begin to feel the emotions we
perceive the story characters are feeling (Zak, 2013).
Zak’s (2013) research showed that story structure was
important in eliciting an emotional response. In their
experiment where the structure was flat and there was
no rising tension, the audience’s attention waned, the
emotional response didn’t occur, and the audience was
less generous to the charities concerned. The story with
rising tension created an emotional reaction which led
to greater generosity and happier people. This supports
the view that stories need drama – an incident, rising
tension, a climax where characters overcome their
challenges and a resolution (diagram 1, page 13) .
To get the judges attention, “Don’t forget the sizzle!
This should be the wow factor that will get our
attention… the one thing that stands out that the others
don’t have, that makes you go yes, this is the one!”
(Cadfan-Lewis, 2019).

Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
CLIMAX

diagram 2: The Judges’ Journey
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your approach to
solving problems
and can see
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ahead...

RESOLUTION
What was
the outcome?
What was
achieved?
What were
the benefits?

The strategy.
Implementation.
Who were the
stakeholders?

Why did the
project need
to happen?
What were
the objectives?

The judge
is intrigued/
interested

What were the
challenges?
Any plot twists?
What was
unique about it?

The judge is
gripped: “how
the heck was
this resolved?”
Release
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negative effect
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The judge
is relieved/
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laughing
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Unintended consequences?
What was learned?
What comes next?

The judge has really enjoyed
the journey and is left with
very positive feelings

Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?

“”

The medium through which a story is shared makes a
difference to the response. Neurologically, video was
found to be better at keeping attention and creating an
emotional response than a read text, explaining why
we’re more likely to cry at a film than a book (Zak, 2013).
At this point Imogen’s suggestion that “You can get
across quite a lot of meaning in a 30 second animation…”
makes sense.

(climax), and what was learned, what will happen next
(falling action and resolution). Put very simply, the problem,
the solution, the impact. Sandie explained that when
structured properly, stories deliver “excitement, a
challenge and empowerment.” Deborah Hockham (2017)
is another judge who advocates using story, “Stories are
a great way to demonstrate your point and convey your
message and – most importantly – your impact…”.

Freytag’s Pyramid (diagram 1, page 13) depicts the
story structure discussed on p20. By examining a
range of awards criteria we’ve been able to show how
a submission fits this structure. Awards providers ask
for the background or context to your initiative (the
exposition), why the project was necessary and what
was your plan to address the need (inciting incident), the
challenges and how you overcame them (rising action),
what was achieved, what were the benefits, the impact

It’s clear that by presenting your submission in a story
format, you provide the opportunity for neural coupling
and enable judges to understand and empathise with your
journey (diagram 2, page 21). Rich told us how much he
enjoys judging, seeing amazing and inspiring work, “telling
the story through the eyes of those people or that person
helps you understand something bigger.” “If I think about
the entries that have had the biggest impact on me over
the years, it’s the ones that have made me feel something.”
Katie and Steve described the journey from the starting
point identifying the business need, to the solution chosen,
the individuals involved, how they approached it and got
buy-in, what was done and the impact. Steve explained
that an effective submission conveys the context of an
organisation and gives “… a sense of the kind of dramatic
basis in which an organisation… decides that it has to do
a particular project…”.
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Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
Professor Birkinshaw (2018), London Business School,
carried out research into what makes a compelling and
emotional innovation story based on submissions for
The Real Innovation Awards. His team’s examination of
1000 submissions over 3 years led them to identify six
story lines that tapped into people’s emotions.

Professor Birkinshaw (2018) believes that good
storytelling attracts attention, particularly in
environments where there is a lot vying for that attention.

Best beats first

If at first you don’t succeed

“…celebrates doing things in a new way and vanquishes
the competitors by seizing an opportunity they missed.”
(Birkinshaw, 2018:2)

“…about hard work and tenacity.” (Birkinshaw, 2018:4)

Master of reinvention

“Underdog innovators take on the mantle of the fighter
who thrives in battle and relishes proving someone
wrong.” (Birkinshaw, 2018:4)

“…the classic tale of transformation or rebirth, where the
archetypical protagonist gets into trouble, goes through
a near death experience, and does some soul searching
to reinvent himself as a better person.” (Birkinshaw,
2018:3)
Serendipitous discovery
“…involves stumbling over something unusual, and then
having the foresight or perspective to capitalize on it.”
(Birkinshaw, 2018:3)
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The unreasonable person

The winds of change
“…external forces propelling things forward at a unique
point in history typically credits the idea originator for
being in the right place at the right time…”
(Birkinshaw, 2018:5)

Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
Imogen suggests that using the narrative structure
shown in Freytag’s Pyramid (diagram 1, p13) , the
story traverses “the hell of now and the heaven of the
future”, so a good starting point is to articulate those
two points quite quickly, explaining why there was
a need for change, what was happening, what were
the problems and what was their impact. The heaven
element would cover the outcomes and the impact of
your intervention.
Anthony expands on the importance of focusing on
‘why?’ at the start of your story. Why did this thing
happen in the first place? Why is there something to
talk about at all? ‘Why?’ reveals something about all
of the elements you’ll talk about, ending with ‘did
your work actually tackle the underlying why?’ which
is where you talk about outcomes and impacts.
‘Why?’ is your beginning and your end.

Research paper: The Judges’ Journey: winning awards with story © Write the Talk Ltd 18th November 2021

It’s rare that you’ll have a lot of space to tell your
awards story. There are of course always word limits,
so having gathered your facts, it’s essential to focus
on the key elements.
• Focus on ‘why?’ as your inciting incident, the thing
that triggers the action – the hell in Imogen’s example.
• Ordinarily in a fiction story, you don’t paint a full
picture of the end of that story, although you may get
some sense of it, but we’re all wary of spoilers!
However, in an awards story you do want to paint a
picture early on about what you’re aiming to achieve
– the heaven as Imogen describes it. What was the
original problem? How did you decide to address it
and what did you want the outcome to be?
• From that point work through the ups and downs of
getting to the climax of your story, the point at which
your work comes out into the bright light of day. It’s
rounded off talking about what happened? Did it
actually make a difference? As we said above, did
your work actually tackle the underlying why?

Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
What makes your story unique and differentiates it from
the rest will come through in the reality, the authenticity
of your tale. While it’s not always asked for in the
criteria, these things are often a voyage of discovery
and it’s worth taking time to reflect on the learning,
what might have been done differently and what will
be different in the future. Steve reflected that certainly
in the corporate environment, work rarely terminates,
it’s part of a continuous process and so talking about
what’s been learned and what comes next is very
relevant. Expressions of humility in this process go down
well he told us. Denise O’Leary (2020) highlights the
importance of providing an authentic perspective of your
organisation and the journey you took, alongside offering
a sincere reflection of how your work helped you and
your business grow.

“”
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One of the challenges of writing an awards submission
is to show how the different elements connect together,
blending the context with what needed to be done, how
and the impact. It’s easy for that to appear episodic, a
collection of independent facts as opposed to a blended
story. They can also sound very much the same as other
entries. Anthony advises that thinking about your entry
as a story to be told can bring it to life, asking yourself
different questions: what triggered this? Who were the
personalities involved? What were the challenges? How
did we overcome them? He asks, “if the way that you
explain your work isn’t very interesting, then what does
that say about the actual quality of the work you’re
submitting for the award?” It’s important to get beyond
the facts to the underlying emotional story of it all, taking
the opportunity to describe the work as a journey in its
own right and to engage different parts of the judge’s
brain. Anthony emphasised the need to explain the
context of the story and how it felt to do a thing, how
it felt to be the recipient of a thing. Research involving
sales on eBay showed that goods sold for a higher price
when they had a story associated with them (Significant
Objects, 2009), so always ask “how can using story help
improve what we’re trying to explain?”

Ready to write authentic,
engaging awards submissions?
Think about the characters in your story as you write.
They may be the organisation, the change programme,
and particularly the people touched by the work –
the stakeholder audience. Imogen explained that
the discussion of the context from the audience’s
perspective, the demonstration of that depth of
understanding can be something that’s missing in
awards submissions. She said, “… if you can create that
holistic view of the impact this has, I think that’s a much
more comprehensive way to answer an award.”
Story also encourages us to think about the language
used, avoiding corporate or plain language, or jargon
(other than where it’s appropriate), and thinking instead
about how the words we choose will make the judge
feel. Using very visual language will help the judge to
picture the impact of a problem on a customer, and
likewise, explaining the solution in very visceral language
will allow the judge to engage in the story, experience
the customer’s pain and the joy or relief as the hero
arrives with the solution. Imogen explained that story “…
is not a series of events, it’s actually how people felt at
each event, and so it’s bringing in the feeling of empathy
for the problem and then relief or satisfaction at the
solution to that problem.”
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In fictional storytelling there are common story themes
such as love, jealousy, racism. These are used in
Oscar-winning movies. These themes are well known
and enable us to engage with a story dealing with that
common theme in a very specific way. When writing
your awards submission, it’s worth considering whether
the work that you’ve done can be set in a wider
common theme that will enable you to engage quickly
with the judge.

Submission checklist
Questions

Key takeaways

Why did this thing happen in the first place?

‘Why?’ is your beginning and your end.

What triggered this?

Work through the ups and downs of getting
to the climax of your story, talk about what
happened, did it make a difference, did you
tackle the why?

Why is there something to talk about at all?
What was the original problem?
What’s the connection between the
initiative, your business, and its strategy?
How did you decide to address it and what
did you want the outcome to be?
Who were the personalities involved? How
did people feel at each event?
What were the challenges? How did we
overcome them?
And did your work actually tackle the
underlying why?
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What makes your story unique and
differentiates it from the rest will come
through in the reality, the authenticity of
your tale.
Think about your entry as a story to be
told, get beyond the facts to the underlying
emotional story of it all.
Use visual language to further engage the
judge in your story.

Conclusion
Cortisol and oxytocin are released where there’s tension
and where attention is held long enough to create an
empathic response. It makes story a far more powerful
means of communication than facts alone. In diagram
2, page 21 we show you the emotional journey that the
judge takes through your story, from initial intrigue and
excitement through concern, relief to ultimately, a happy
ending. Rich told us that connection comes from a
story well told, about people, probably a hero’s journey
storyline, “I think people are much more likely to do
something if they feel moved by [a story].”
You don’t want your judge to be an observer, you want
them to be there with you, feeling what you felt – the
horror of early setbacks, the exhaustion of late nights,
the frustration of being let down by things or people,
and then the relief and euphoria of a positive outcome,
of great feedback and praise, the final celebration and
pride in your team, followed by the quiet reflection
and learning from a job worth an award. As Anthony
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warns, “Don’t have your camera a long way from the
action: ‘we did this, we did that’. To take people with
you and trigger the empathic reaction, involve them
in the messiness of the whole thing. Make them think
about what they would have done in those situations.”
Submissions that tell a tale of perfection, of situations
where the outcome was pre-ordained and the work
simply had to start to be a success is never the case,
it’s always messier than that. The more real and
authentic your story, the more likely it is that the judge
will take your journey with you. Talking about tales of
perfection Steve said, “What does that tell me? That’s
just PR flannel basically…it doesn’t convince me at all.”
When you’re reviewing your awards submission
Anthony recommends asking yourself one question, “…
am I giving anyone much opportunity to empathise with
what really went on here?” If you are, then story is your
vehicle for being able to really bring that to the fore.

About Write the Talk
Write the Talk shape long-running organisational stories for
organisations throughout the UK, US and Asia Pacific. Using
flexible, resilient and influential narratives, we connect people
to purpose, leaders to their teams, customers to brands and
investors to the vision. Our process is unique; our work wins
awards; our clients stay with us.
Specialties:
Employee engagement. Storytelling. Narrative. Productivity.
Change communications. Culture change. Leadership training.
Strategy implementation. Internal communications.
If you’d like more information or to chat about any of the above,
please get in touch with:
anthony@writethetalk.com (UK)
simon@writethetalk.com (US)
imogen@writethetalk.com (Asia Pacific).
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